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No 221. September 16th , 1923. 


THE HELL-MYTH. 


First Reading : “ Balder the Beautiful ” (Robert Buchanan) 
Second Reading : “ Rationalism in Europe ” (W. E. H. Lecky) 

L AST Sunday night, in Hyde Park, one of my 
interrogators showed that he not only accepted 
the Hell-myth as an integral part of the 
teaching of Jesus, but was prepared to defend 
the extreme expression of it in the First 
Gospel—“ Depart, ye cursed, into everlasting 
fire, prepared for the devil and his angels.’ The Ilell- 
«dogma is not yet dead ; is not yet disowned by the churches ; 
not yet displaced from the creeds. It is our duty to hasten 
its exit : and this I will endeavour to do by showing its 
demoralising effect on human character and on public 
morality. Our Reading from Lecky has opened the 
question. If you peruse the whole passage, you will find 
the writer has established his terrible case. 

It cannot be denied that the dogma of eternal torment 
has been the fruitful mother of atheisms and all forms of 
unbelief. In my experience, their rebellion against that 
horrid doctrine is the starting-point of most young heretics. 
This is no theory, but a Well-established consequence. 
The healthy mind revolts against the doctrine of endless 
sin and suffering. It is a fact that for fifteen hundred years 
the preaching of eternal torment has held the field,— not, 
it is true, without dissent and protest, but,—it has reigned 
over the mind of Christendom \ has dominated the schools, 
colleges, pulpits, and churches ; has been expounded by 
scholars and accepted by the illiterate ; has been proclaimed 
pathetically by some, menacingly by others, but emphatically 
by all ; has been heightened by the most terrifying imagery, 
and enforced by the most atrocious penalties that could be 
devised by monkish torturers. With what result ? Look 
round upon our deserted churches and well-frequented 
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drink-shops, our beastly slums and brutalised villages, our 
seething mass of social misery, sweated labour, and 
glittering leprosy of wealth, our hideous criminal records 
and recognised system of prostitution, our almost complete 
indifference to the sufferings of non-human creatures, our 
militarisms, wars, and exploitation of weaker peoples,— 
interrogate these, and consider well what you will reply 
when they say to you, “We are products of the doctrines of 
eternal sin and torment.” Whatever may be the issue of 
the higher views of human destiny now making headway 
among thinking people, it is a patent fact that the lower views 
promulgated by historical Christianity have not been effectual 
in humanising mankind. Another fact may at the same time 
be noted,—that while Christendom has always been 
drunken, sensual, and fratricidal, its progressive increase 
in sobriety, social purity, economic justice, pacifism* 
humanitarianism, and so forth, is a process that runs parallel 
with the proclamation of higher views of Deity and of human 
nature which came in with the eighteenth century. 

The dogma of endless sin and misery is the cause of 
Atheism in the majority of cases. Disbelief is promoted 
less by the doctrine of Deity than by that of the peculiar Deity 
who created the Christian hell. Thus John Stuart Mill 
exclaimed that if God was such a being as would send him 
to hell for not loving him—a being many of whose traits 
were unlovely and abhorrent to his soul—to hell he would go. 
An earlier Mill was the Gothic king, who, on the very steps 
of the baptismal font, paused to bolt this sudden question at 
the presiding bishop, “ Where are my ancestors ? ” and upon 
the prompt reply, “ In hell,” gathered his bearskin about 
him, and drew back with the noble words, “ Then I will go 
to hell with my ancestors.” To such a pass has this fearful 
superstittion brought the Christian world. It causes 
Prometheus to rise from the dead in the souls of men and 
women who would dare an eternity of pain, rather than 
yield to the tyrant spirit who thrones the universe, rather 
than enter an ignoble paradise by submission to injustice. 

Let me here meet an objection which is feebly brought 
against the wider views of human destiny advocated by the 
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Free Religious Movement,—that such views may be per¬ 
verted by people careless or insincere ; may be turned into 
an excuse for self-indulgence and continuance in evil ways. 

Let it be admitted that hollow casuistry of that sort is 
possible. We have found it rampant in the sphere of 
Christian orthodoxy. Look at the field of Indian missions, 
the oldest and most diligently proselytised of all Protestant 
mission fields. What is the net result of Christian teaching 
among the intellectuals of India ? Not their conversion to 
Christ, but to Agnosticism or pure Theism. Surrendering 
faith in Sri-Krishna, they have not transferred it to the 
Christ whose teachings include eternal fire for the devil 
and his angels and for men, women, and little children. 
In that way, we might reproach Christianity with creating,— 
not Christians, but,—Agnostics. We do not reproach 
high-minded Indians for that result. We think the better 
of them. On the evidence of Rudyard Kipling, even the 
rudest of unconverted Hindus may "be a saint compared to 
the Christian Tommy to whom he acts as servant. The 
latter is lying wounded on the field of battle, when the former 
draws near holding in his hand,—not a bayonet to complete 
the bully’s destruction, but,—a cup of water for his parched 
lips : 

So I’ll meet ’im later on 
At the place where ’e is gone— 

Where it’s always double drill and no canteen ; 

’E’ll be squattin’ on the coals 
Givin’ drink to poor damned souls, 

An’ I’ll get a swig in hell from Gunga Din ! 

Yes, Din ! Din ! Din ! 

You Lazarushian—leather Gunga Din ! 

Though I’ve belted you and flayed you, 

By the livin’ Gawd that made you, 

You’re a better man than I am, Gunga Din ! 

We may as well recall that various doctrines which seemed 
true to Christians proved to be offensive and impossible to 
others. The writers of the Pauline epistles strove to repel 
the philosophic charge that the doctrines of grace—such* as 
election and predestination, atonement and imputed 
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righteousness—ministered to sin, and were, in fact, tanta¬ 
mount to saying “ Let us do evil that good may come.” 
The very cross, they found, was a stumbling-block to both 
Jew and Greek ; and they could only turn upon their critics 
and charge them with debauched consciences which turned 
the light that was in them to darkness. The writer of the 
Second Epistle of Peter admitted that many of the Pauline 
sayings were hard ; yet natural inability to accept them 
was treated as wilful prejudice, an ignorant wresting of 
truth to the disbeliever’s own destruction. The doctrine 
of Justification by Faith was so peculiarly open to criticism 
that an apologist, writing under the name of the apostle 
James, felt it necessary to write a counter-balancing epistle 
on Justification by Works. When, in Reformation times, 
Luther revived Justification by Faith, scornfully dismissing 
Ja?nes as “an epistle of straw,” he revived the ancient 
Antinomianism—moral lawlessness—with it, which cul¬ 
minated in monsters of hypocrisy like that “ Holy Willie ” 
whom Burns held up to immortal infamy—along with the 
Calvinism which created him—in “ Holy Willie’s Prayer,”— 

O thou, wha in the heavens dost dwell, 

Wha, as it pleases best thysel’, 

Sends ane to heaven and ten to hell, 

A’ for thy glory, 

And no for onie guid or ill 
They’ve done afore thee ! 

In our own day, I have frequently heard Paul’s injunction 
to his young lieutenant Timothy, to “ take a little wine for 
his stomach’s sake,” quoted as an argument against 
teetotalism. Even the Onesimus incident—when Paul sent 
a runaway slave back to his master—has been held to 
justify slavery. In all ages, the anticipated “ Second 
Coming of Christ,” from heaven, with clouds and trumpets 
and angels, to raise the head, and bring the universe before 
his “ great white throne ” of judgment, taking believers to 
a heaven of eternal bliss, and despatching unbelievers to 
eternal fiery torment,—in all ages, I say, that out-of-date 
myth has been a theme for pleasantry and even jest ; but 
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the sceptic, though he might be a grave and high-minded 
philosopher, was, by orthodoxy, stigmatised as an ungodly 
sinner for whom hell gaped. 

Why do 1 recall these unpleasant facts ? In order to repel 
the hollow charge that the faith of Universal Good in this 
and all worlds may lead to self-indulgence and continuance 
in wrong-doing. If there are any who lay themselves open 
to such a charge, it is certainly not the preachers of the 
new truth, but the panderers to the ancient superstitions ; 
not the wide-eyed children of a new day, but the blind 
dwellers among prehistoric ages ; holders of doctrines fit 
only for antediluvian animals : not the innovators, but the 
reactionaries. Ancient error cannot be corrected without 
temporary unsettlement. That is part of the penalty of our 
theological sins. In the field of theology, as elsewhere, we 
reap as we have sown. The theological pedant is the real 
heretic, the wholesale manufacturer of atheists. Let us 
hear no more of this folly ! If we cannot have common 
fairness—which might be too much to expect in theological 
controversy—let us at least have common-sense. 

The Book of Common Prayer, which the Anglican church 
refuses to revise, teaches Christians to pray to be saved 
from “ sudden death.” W T hy ? Obviously, in order that 
death and hell may not overtake them before they have 
time to repent. But death-bed repentances are notoriously 
unreliable : 

While the lamp holds on to burn 

The greatest sinner may return ; 
and many sinners, ancient and modern, have been minded 
like Constantine the prudent Emperor, taking the gambler’s 
chance that the lamp would go on burning for many years. 
But the natural fruits of a bad life cannot be averted in or 
before the moment of death. All the last sacraments in the 
ritualistic catalogue cannot dodge the issue. The beautiful 
story of the crucified Nazarene pardoning the penitent thief 
who hung beside him, and opening to him the gate of 
Paradise that very day, has its gross caricature in the 
evangelical guilefulness which inscribed on the tombstone 
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of a drunken squire who fell from his horse during a fox-hunt 
and broke his neck, this priceless couplet, 

Between the saddle and the ground 

I mercy sought, and mercy found ! 

Incalculable is the mischief which has been wrought by the 
Christian teaching that an individual has his eternal state 
fixed and determined by his brief life on this globe ; and 
that, by a certain act of belief, he can escape all the con¬ 
sequences of past wrong-doing. After he had murdered 
Nancy, Bill Sykes might have enjoyed the ministrations of 
the prison chaplain, “ believed,” and been dropped by the 
hangman straight. into heaven ; while poor Nancy* not- 
having the benefit of those ghostly ministrations was hurled 
from her bloody garret into hell ! To such monstrous 
immoralities does the dogma of everlasting sin and torment 
bring those who believe. 

— N ow flees the objector to his last ditch. “Ah,” says he/ 
“ but hell-fire, even though it is a myth, is necessary for 
the restraint of Bill Sykes and his kind ; of Nancy and her 
kind. “ Unless you brandish what Burns called ‘ the fear 
o’ hell,’ as a ‘ hangman’s whip,’ you will not be able to 
‘ haud the wretch in order ’ ” Well, it is a curious fact that 
the Galilean preacher appeared to hold a contrary theory. 
There is much New Testament evidence that he could 
heartily damn and consign to eternal torments certain classes 
of people ; but they were not such people as frail women 
and law-breaking men, for whom he appeared to cherish a 
peculiar tenderness. The people he consigned to hell were 
scribes, pharisees, hypocrites, makers of long prayers and 
devourers of widows’ houses. According to the* reputed 
founder of Christianity (so far as the records can be trusted) 
the gospel of hell-fire was peculiarly suited to the respectable, 
religious classes, while for the gross, animal, vicious class, 
the gospel of clemency, hope, and everlasting mercy was the 
chosen appeal. A similar opinion appeared to be held by 
that mighty evangelist, John Wesley. Being invited to 
preach to the convicts in a certain prison, Wesley took for 
his text, the words, “ God is love,” and preached so tenderly 
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that the hardened gaol-birds were moved to tears. His 
wondering followers expressed their surprise at his choice, 
suggesting that such a text as “ The wicked shall be turned 
into hell ” would have been more suitable. “ That,” 
replied Wesley, “ would have been my text had I been 
invited to preach to the rich people, the lords and ladies of 
the county—“ The wicked shall be turned into hell.’ ” 

Now, come back to the original proposition,—that the 
hell-myth is largely responsible for the low state of public 
morality in Christian nations. By this shocking creed 
moral sense is lowered all round ; the idea of suffering 
becomes familiar, and is taken for granted, cruelty to animal 
and inhumanity to man is a thing of course. 

The future of international ethics is bound up with this 
question. Why should not the Russian and the Turk, the 
German and the French, the Greek and the Italian go on 
murdering each other if even for God there comes a time when 
he ceases to love, when he curses and consigns his enemies for 
ever to torments in comparison with which the agonies of a 
modern battle-field are a paradise ? What is good in him can¬ 
not be evil in them ? Why should not priests excommunicate 
heretics, judges hang criminals, soldiers kill foreigners, and 
Christians massacre Jews when God consigns to endless 
torment all who do not profess and call themselves followers 
of Jesus ? The blasphemous dogma of an unforgiving God 
has fostered in the Christian races a hard and cruel spirit. 
It gave divine sanction to torture. “ In every prison,” 
says Lecky, “ the crucifix and the rack stood side by side.” 
He who rejected the first got the second. Monks and in¬ 
quisitors pondered how to devise new and more exquisite 
forms of agony till they became consummate masters of the 
art. They reasoned that as the souls of heretics were to 
burn eternally in hell, it was proper for them to copy divine 
vengeance, by burning their bodies here on earth. Say 
not that all that is a thing of the past. “ If there is not a 
hell there ought to be,” exclaimed a well-known evangelist 
in my hearing. One of my flock in Scotland frankly wrote 
me that she would not accept the Larger Hope ; she wanted 
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to believe in hell, because there were people of her acquaint¬ 
ance she wanted to go there. On the top of a Scottish 
mountain the other week, desecrating the very heather, 
insulting God’s glorious blue and flashing sun of light and life 
and love, my daughter picked up a printed tract, carefully 
placed, urging the reader to flee at once before hell opened 
to devour her. Nourished on such food, is it any wonder 
that the whole of Christendom is one vast armed camp ? 
Are we surprised that the nations are permeated by the 
spirit of revenge ? Their colossal armaments constitute the 
proclamation of a gospel of hate and violence, a visible 
repudiation of the higher elements in the teachings of him 
they hail as “ Master ! Master ! ” But if, according to the 
myth, God consigns non-elect infants to hell, why should 
we feel distressed when, in course of war (which for every 
nation is always a just and righteous war) aeroplanes happen 
to drop bombs on little children ? The fact that we don’t 
really mind is proved by the fact that we all do it ; will do it 
more in the next war ; and the reason why we don’t mind 
is that we have been hardened by the historic dogma of a 
revengeful, malignant, and unforgiving Deity. That 
fiendish dogma set up resentment as an ideal and a duty ; 
blinded its votaries to the idea of love supreme and universal, 
and made it possible for them through the Dark and Middle 
Ages of Europe to perpetuate chattel slavery with powers of 
life, death, and torture ; to burn heretics, Jews, and criminals, 
boil them in oil, tear them with red-hot pincers, or break 
them on the wheel ; and to massacre whole tribes of non¬ 
conformists men, women, and children. 

Perhaps the climax is reached in the delirious doctrine 
that heaven and hell in some way hang together ; and that 
if ou abolish hell you also wipe out heaven. Even the 
poetic clergyman who composed The Christian Year (see 
“ Second Sunday in Lent ”), endorsed the message of 
eternal doom, saying, 

And if the treasures of thy wrath could waste, 

Thy lovers must their promis’d heaven forego. 
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I invite you to ponder the shocking immorality of a creed, 
the perverted piety of a mind, that calmly accepts the bliss 
of a heaven which is dependent on the horrors of an endless 
hell ! A Church paper tells this story : “ I was talking the 
other day with a learned Catholic ecclesiastic, who told me 
that he had been called on to give the last sacraments to a 
poor Irishman. He found his penitent with some free- 
thinking friend who was arguing that there was no hell. 
The dying Celt raised himself up with much indignation 
“ No hell ? Then where is the poor man’s consolation ? ” 

We must not fail to notice the subtle, undermining 
influence of the hell-dogma upon priestly veracity, until 
the whole Church was honey-combed with a temper of 
untruth and equivocation from which it has not yet escaped. 
Religious literature iterates and reiterates the assertion that 
mankind are saved and that Christ is the Saviour of the 
world ; whereas, on the strength of their own dogma, the 
vast majority of mankind are eternally lost, and Christ is the 
saviour of only a small minority. 

In countless hymns, tracts, and sermons, Evangelicalism 
triumphantly hails the downfall of Satan and his kingdom ; 
whereas, Satan is enormously the gainer, with an empire 
far wider than that of God. Listen to the astute ecclesiastic’s 
advice to young preachers : “ Whatever your opinion is 
within yourself, and in your own breast, concerning these 
punishments, whether they are eternal or not, yet always 
with the people, and when you preach to the people, use 
the received doctrine and the received words, in the sense 
in which the people receive them.” It was the very counsel 
given me by my own theological tutors. Many of the 
Christian Fathers went far beyond. Dissimulation was 
justified when it was for the good of souls or the advance¬ 
ment of the Church ; therefore the most awful threats were 
invented with the view of terrifying obstinate sinners. 
This vile habit of untruth has come down as the most evil 
inheritance of the Church ; so that one of the greatest 
Churchmen, Dr. Arnold, lamented in one of his published 
letters : “ There appears to me in all the English divines 
a want of believing, or disbelieving, anything because it is 
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true or false. It is a question which does not seem to occur 
to them.” Such is the result of dressing up the false in the 
garments of the true, and persisting in the process for a 
thousand centuries. What’s the use of having the love and 
righteousness of God in your mouth when all the time this 
hideous demon of eternal torment is ensconsed in your 
heart ? Gospel—good news—salvation—yet also hell— 
endless sin—everlasting misery—Oh, have done with this 
mockery of the misery of man ! 

The conclusion is plain : We shall advance to a higher 
morality just in proportion as we develop a nobler theology. 
The worshipper can never excel his idol. To convert 
Christendom we must first convert its god. If God’s will 
is the thing he himself is ; and if his will is that men shall 
love and hate not; bless and curse not; forgive until 
seventy times seven ; then must all vindictive jurisprudence, 
social injustice, exploitation, and international strife pass 
away before the face of the perfect Father in Heaven. To 
that picture given to mankind by Jesus of Nazareth in one 
of his exalted moods,—to that picture we turn from the 
ecclesiastical monster who during the eternal cycles looks 
calmly down upon the incurable sin and never-ending agony 
of myriads and myriads of the creatures he has ordained 
to be born—and damned. That evil dream is passing 
away, but its ill effects will remain in human character long 
after the myth has lost its hold. The nightmare is lifting, 
but the hardness, fear, hate, and suspicion it fostered in 
the human soul will not for generations fade away. To 
the passing of the dream, to the lifting of the nightmare we 
contribute all our powers of enlightenment and persuasion. 
Universal Love in God and his heaven—Universal Love 
among men and nations on this earth,—from these principles, 
first and last, The Free Religious Movement springs, and to 
these ends, first and last, its activities are directed. 
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The following FREE RELIGIOUS ADDRESSES by 
Dr. WALSH can still be had. The others are out of 
print. Price Threepence each. 

162. The Broken Crystal. 

175. In What Way Does Mythology Hinder Morality ? 

182. The Distressful Country; 

183. Robert Burns at his Prayers. 

184. Hamlet : A Tragedy of Unstable Purpose. 

185. Macbeth : A Tragedy of Vaulting Ambition. 

187. Natural Religion. 

188. Rational Religion. 

192. The Long View. 

196. Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. 

198. The Greatest Man in the World. 

202. The Situation in Russia. 

204. Our Common Humanity. 

205. The Kingdom of the Spirit. 

206. The New Order Cometh. 

208. The Catholicity of God. 

210. The Humane Spirit. 

211. One Catholic World. 

212. The Universal Prayer. 

213. In Search of the Soul. 

214. The Gospel of All Mankind. 

215. Krishna’s Flute. 

216. The Decadence of Europe. 

217. The Bible of the Race. 

218. Religion in Russia. 

219. Religion without Slavery. 

220. Round the World and Home Again. 

221. The Hell—Myth. 
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BOOKS BY PR. WALSH ; AT THE BOOKSTALL. 


“THE MORAL DAMAGE OF WAR 

Second International Edition. Five Shillings. 


"THE REPUBLIC OF GOD.” 

Crown 8 vo:, stiff boards, 130 pp., published by C. TV. Daniel, Ltd., 

3, Tudor Street, E.C. 4. Price 3/6 net. 

The author is tremendously in earnest, and in clear and f°rcible 
words he points to the goal of Human Brotherhood and shows 
how it can be reached. The Republic of God will be realised 
in a true League of Nations and a true League of Religions. 

No one can afford to disregard this original and daring account of 
the way Religion must take if it is to substitute Catholicity for 
sectarianism, Humanism for patriotism, and Peace for Var. 


"THE ENDLESS QUEST.” 

Crown 8t’o., stiff boards, 131 pp., published by C. W. Daniel, Lid., 
3, Tudor Street, E.C. 4. Price 3/6 net. 

A remarkable argument for breadth and inclusiveness in religion 
and for a real catholicity. Sets forth the essential messages of 
such modern prophets and teachers as Edwajd Carpenter, 
Bernard Shaw, George Moore, Lord Morley, Walt Whitman, 
George Eliot, Browning, Tennyson Ruskin. Shows the way 
these brave thinkers take in the Endless Quest for 1 ruth. 
Incidentally, provides a valuable literary text-book. _ 


"THE GOLDEN RULE.” 

Crown 8 vo., stiff boards, 131 PP •> published by C. W. Daniel, Ltd., 
3> Tudor Street , E.C. 4. Price 3/6 net. 

Shows that the Golden Rule is common to all the historic forms of 
Religion; proving that Man is a Spiritual Unity that the 
Moral Sentiment is universal, and that we need no other basis 
on which to build the structure of Universal Religion and In¬ 
ternational Peace. 


“THE WORLD REBUILT,” 

Crown 8vo., stiff boards, 96 pp., with frontispiece, Proposed 
Temple of Religions. Price 2/6 net. 
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THE FREE RELIGIOUS MOVEMENT 
TOWARDS WORLD'RELIGION AND 
WORLD'BROTHERHOOD 
LEADER DR. WALTER WALSH 
SUNDAY MORNINGS AT 11, IN THE 
STEINWAY HALL. 

115 Wigmore Street, off Portivar. Square {behind Selfridge's). 

MHE FREE RELIGI55US MOVEMENT has its source in that 
^fTdesire for unity which pervades the modern world. It is a 
V-* reasoned effort to express and encourage that sweep towards 
universalism in religion and social ethics and politics which is the 
most powerful and hopeful impulse of our time. It seeks to relate 
man to his universe, and human beings to one another, by principles 
which are rational, scientific, ethical and Internationa 1 . 

The Movement is religious—not m the narrow ecclesiastic 
sense of the word, but—in a broad, humanist and ethical sense. 

It is a constructive Movement, springing from the spmtual oneness 
of humanitv, and consciously directed towards the realisation of the 
greatest of human ideals-the ideal of social and -ternational unity 
To enable it to move with ease and rapidity, the Free Religious 
Movement does not encumber itself witn creed or sacrame . 
Believing that for the accomplishment of the successive tasks 
mankind* ample wisdom and virtue dwell within the nature of man 
himself, it seeks to voice the truth of the ages as discovered by 
science tested by reason, and approved by experience, ft en 
deavours S support truth as disclosed to the grotvmg mtel tgence 
of man bv history and science. It asserts the undemab e nght of 
everyone 'to think and speak his or her own thoughts • “^thenf. 
fore 'it assures to its leaders and speakers entire intellectual libe :ty , 
and to all its adherents and authors perfect freedom of judgment. 

Believing that goodness and truth are inherent in human mature, 
it seeks fofthese in the immortal books of all ages »d races ; and 
regards with reverence all those who in every nation and time have 
laboured and suffered and lived and died for humanity. . d 

In the conviction that the goal of human unity can 
onlv as men and women learn to think independently, fearlessly 
and' rationally, the Free Religious Movement m all its activities 
keeps steadily before it the liberation of mind and conscience from 

servile submission to authority and tradition ; ^^^hshalTbeen- 
with all those who also are looking for a world which shall be en 
lightened by knowledge, guided by reason, and animated b> love. 
For further information please address either 
GEORGE GUY, Hon. Treasurer, 94, Radstock Road, Reading or 
Dr. WALTER WALSH, Leader, ** Northam,” Athenaeum Road. 
Whetstone, London, N.20. 
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